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IN THE SOCIAL PAMPAS 

"If we sack the banks, it's because we have recognized money as the central cause of 
all our unhappiness. If we smash the windows it's not because life is dear, but because 

commodities prevent us from living at all costs. If we break the machines it is not 
because of a wish to protect work, but to attack the slavery of salary. If we attack po-
lice it's not to get them out of out neighborhoods, but to get them out of our lives. Th e 

Spectacle wished to make us appear dreadful. We intend to be much worse."

Th e Gravediggers, Paris, May 1980

May Becomes New Years

Os Cangaceiros was a group of working class revolutionaries who emerged 
from the student/worker riots and occupations in France of May 1968. Com-
ing together in Nice, France, Os Cangaceiros – or Les Fossoyeurs du vieux 
monde (Gravediggers of the Old World) as they were also known – were char-
acteristic of the new antagonistic social movements in post-may Europe that 
demanded nothing short of an "End of Politics". Described in local Newspa-
pers as “hooligans” and “juvenile delinquents”, they had no formal structure but 
formed a collective of individual desires capable of fi nding expression in one 
another. With Never work . . . Ever. as their program, they set about creating 
the circumstances that would immediately make this possible. To this end, they 
collectivized their resources and their talents for crime that sat easily with their 
desire for adventure. Th ey would move throughout the south of France making 
friends and initiating actions autonomously; most often against police, union 
bureaucracy, politicians and social managers of every sort. Th ey lived nomadi-
cally and sought to identify spaces where dissatisfaction was reaching a peak 
and to pass through there in order to exacerbate situations within the limits of 
their resources. Particularly, they highlighted the role played by liberal, social 
democrats and leftists to manipulate and recuperate those in revolt to their 
own ends, taking the struggle’s determination out of the hands of a generalized 
radicality that had its own dynamic.

"Let's stress once and for all that we, Os Cangacerios, don't come from leftism: 
there isn't a single ex-leftist among us. And none of us has ever been mixed up 



a collective refl ection, probably some former protagonists wouldn't agree with my 
outlook. - L.R. 

2: Even though of course we considered it as part of the ongoing prison struggles, the 
situation had changed since 1985, thanks to a number of individuals and groups 
both inside and outside the walls. Beyond sporadic outbursts, a movement was then 
beginning to organize itself, e.g. nationwide prison strikes, committees of struggling 
prisoners, public support when inmates appeared in court for rebellion. Brilliant 
critical texts were also published in prisoners' underground magazines. Th is move-
ment seems to have died out at the moment. 

3: For instance, according to one of them, the most militant Yorkshire miners also had 
this experience during the 1984-85 strike: they were so absorbed in the daily orga-
nising of fl ying pickets and hit squads that they didn't have any time left to discuss 
the general perspective at stake (in an army, only the generals are allowed to discuss 
strategy). However, the miners' wives meeting in the food kitchen did have the time 
and disposition for more profound refl ections.

4: Good examples are those hackers who send the secret data they've dug up to the 
Internet network and from then on to millions of potential users, making a blackout 
impossible.

5: According to allegations published in Le Figaro in November 1990, which we 
have some grounds to believe is true. As early as 1983, a certain X. Raufer wrote 
a book 'on social violence' where he high-lighted us as a group of embittered semi-
intellectuals eager to fan the fl ames wherever a fi re was burning!. At the time when 
the police operations started against us, Raufer was a personal adviser on security 
matters to Pasqua, the minister of the interior who once promised he'd 'use subversion 
against the subversive'.

6: Th ings were diff erent for 'tragic bandits' - such as the Bonnot gang who defi ed 
society on a hopeless 'live fast die young' stance; which was plainly lucid considering 
the First World War butchery, which was to begin shortly thereafter.

7: Th e best example of this in France still is Jacques Mesrine.

8: In October 1994, while reporting on two young anarchists who allegedly shot 
dead a couple of coppers and a taxi driver in Paris, a French magazine mentioned Os 
Cangaceiros as another example of 'looming anarchist nihilism'...

with any kind of political racket in any way. We have only one form of relation 
with political groups and organizations: war. Th ey're all our enemies, there's no 
exception."

Th is included anarchism and their struggles with anarchists in Paris led to at 
least one fatal casualty.

Beyond France

In the late 1970's they traveled extensively in Italy where Autonomia was 
reaching its fi rst peak and the revolutionary movement spun the factories and 
youth out of control of the Communist Party and the Unions. Th ere they came 
across Comontismo who called for "Criminal struggle against capital" and 
witnessed fi rsthand the violent assault against the State by the Italian uncon-
trollables. As their methods of operation led them frequently into illegality 
and sometimes jail, they understood the signifi cance of this and would turn 
their attention later more tangibly on the system of crime and punishment. 
Th roughout the 1980's, Os Cangaceiros followed trouble across country and 
continent, spreading subversion and forming networks of support in Paris, 
Lyon, Belgium, Poland, Brixton and Toxteth. Th e attraction drawing them to 
these places varied; in Lyon it was the thrill of joyriding and its twin hobby of 
ambushing pursuing police cars by a crowd waiting with stones. In Poland it 
was the wildcat strikes and occupations against the communist government. 
In Brixton and Toxteth it was the explosion of inner city youth against the 
boredom and police repression. In each place they would carry out their own 
actions as a contribution to the struggle without attempting to manipulate the 
local participants in any way. In their journal at the time, which was not a po-
litical paper but a summary of their activities and refl ections upon it, they delt 
with such questions as the need for invisibility (and the consequent rejection of 
political milieu which positively invites the police attention for its own vanity) 
and strategies for undermining the old world of capitalism and its novelties 
and lies. In 1984, Os Cangaceiros went to England to throw their stones with 
the miners and stayed there for a year in several Yorkshire towns; this was to be 
the last stand of the traditional working class movement in Britain, the coun-
try last to follow the European model. After this, they returned to Paris (with 
several miners they had become friends with) and began to squat houses.

"Let's not give free reign to our jailers, strike the tiger's heart every day, in 



every way, according to our diff erences, against the sadness and solitude of our 
cells of confi nement."

A Momentary Rest

While other squatters attempted to use conservationist and architectural 
arguments to justify the occupation of abandoned, disintegrating buildings, 
Os Cangaceiros decided to seize the best buildings they could fi nd -- they 
saw squatting as a direct expropriation of the material luxury we are all en-
titled to, as each of us is tantalized lifelong by the illusion of material wealth, 
and they wished to realize and exhaust the lie. To this end, they moved into 
a newly constructed apartment block and drove out the yuppie inhabitants 
who complained. Th e seized building was then fortifi ed against police attack 
and they set about creating a no-go zone for police in their district. When the 
police fi nally arrived to evict them, it took them three hours to get through 
the steel plating on the door, during which time their network of supporters 
were alerted by phone and counterattacked the police from behind. In the late 
1980's, Os Cangaceiros entered a new trajectory and began to direct their ef-
forts against the Prison-Industrial Complex. In the following three years they 
carried out multiple acts of sabotage against prison construction sites, stole the 
architectural plans for new prisons, beat up some of the architects who were 
designing the new Gulags and drew attention to the resistance gathering pace 
inside the walls as well. Th e Industrial Complex forced Os Cangaceiros to dis-
band their journal and go underground entirely, as they were now being heav-
ily pursued by police. One of their last acts (before dissolving into informal 
criminal networks they had spent nearly two decades creating) was to publish 
a book on the 16th-century Movement of the Free Spirit, a proto-anarchist 
current that they strongly identifi ed with.

"At the dawn of Industrialism, factories were modeled after prisons. In its 
twilight, prisons are now modeled after factories."

Teeth and Claws

In May of 1985 prison riots erupted all across France. Acting in a solidarity 
based on their personal hatred of prisons and not as third party liberators, Os 

back and wait till 'the revolution' magically solves those problems: they do 
exist anyway, and are as such part of the experiment enabled by a collective 
activity, from which you can learn valuable lessons. Th e real question is rather 
to reach and maintain a suffi  cient level of fl uidity between the group and its 
social environment; failing which the group tends to follow a separate logic, 
and to become its own fi nality - a sort of autism, which in turn exacerbates 
'inter-personal' confl icts.

     Th roughout all those years we have well been obsessively concerned  with 
the idea of creating a big scandal, something in the dada-surrealist-situationist 
tradition; a punctual and spectacular deed expressing the latent negativity 
undermining society - and somehow the '13000 belles' outcome was one. 
However, we also experienced the limits of this notion. Th e main failure of 
most of the radical post-1968 agitation has been its inability to create lasting 
breaches in the coherence of society, the patient construction of social bonds 
through various mediations and initiatives. Th e 'radical' attitude confi ned itself 
too often in a mere denunciation of society in all its particular and fi nite activi-
ties, instead of trying to act in an innovative way within a defi nite terrain. It's 
been the habitual external comments on struggles taking place (so often with 
a 'we already know the end of the fi lm' posture), or, in a less passive way, hit-
and-run actions which were unable to have any lasting dynamic impulse. Th is 
might have been relevant at a time when a revolutionary situation would seem 
at hand (no time to lose, May '68 or nothing at all), now it's no longer the case. 
And because the Cangaceiros strived towards the limits of such a conception, 
living it as a total challenge, we felt with a particular sharpness that it had just 
led us into a radical cul-de- sac: Solitary navigators on a sea of troubles.

    No bitterness here though. Th is has been an adventure, in an epoch when 
adventures are rather scarce. And fortunately, unlike the fate of most illegal 
groups, it didn't end in a tragic rout (and what doesn't kill you makes you 
stronger). But because it was just an adventure, it had no particular reason to 
last beyond the will of its protagonists. Eventually, the only thing the Canga-
ceiros could agree on was that such an association was no longer desirable, and 
each one went his own way, trying to put into practice whatever he'd taken 
from this history. So I will leave the question open, whether this experience 
was just a belated occurrence of post-68 radicalism, or if it carried seeds for 
something new to come.

Leopold ROC. May 1995. 
1. Th is text refl ects my personal view on the subject and though part of it comes from 



ing a Dadaist use of money, about socialization and confronting the necessity 
of money, which indeed led nowhere. Not that the idea was wrong - I am still 
convinced that any attempt to oppose social disintegration has to grasp the fi -
nancial question one way or another - but its application requires a larger basis 
than a dozen irregulars on the run.

     Th e fact is we never really came to terms with our subjective aspirations: 
beside our will to contribute somehow to a new wave of social dissent - i.e. a 
long-term goal with a careful concern for the appropriate mediations, there 
also was this raw impulse for immediate revenge itching away at us. Least 
of all do I want to say anything against taking revenge, in acts of spectacu-
lar bravado which doesn't bother about consequences - a show of humanity, 
which doesn't need any further explanation, yet never fails to provoke massive 
underground recognition (7). And as far as anti-prison actions were concerned, 
the sight of those architects carefully designing cages for human beings, petty 
entrepreneurs rubbing their hands with glee at the prospect of the profi ts they 
would draw from them, and state lackeys coldly supervising it all, did many a 
time tempt us into less symbolic responses. But it would seem that, against all 
odds, we still weren't desperate enough for this.(8)

     For sure, everyday life in nineteen eighties' France (and Europe) left little 
place for optimism. But we would take this situation with an utter fatalism, 
which in turn encouraged an exacerbated voluntarism as far as our own fi ght 
was concerned. Th us, it is signifi cant that, though we never thought of our-
selves as being anti-prison activists, all our actions were nevertheless focused 
on prisons, as if any perspective by now was made as obdurate as a prison wall. 
And I don't think we've been the only ones who merely complained about the 
ebb of the revolutionary tide of the sixties/seventies, without too much ques-
tioning whether the 'radical' conceptions and practices we were still carrying 
were not also to blame for this situation.

     Especially because I'm writing now to English-speaking readers, I know 
that these comments will be easily taken by some people as a confi rmation of 
their old individualist stance, which a priori dismisses any kind of collective 
attempt as a 'breeding ground of hierarchical power', the 'alienation of the 
individual by the group' and so forth. I still think that this kind of criticism is 
irrelevant. True enough, as soon as people join forces for some long-term pur-
pose, there are risks that power confl icts erupt, that specialized roles coagulate, 
or that emotional feelings are kept hidden behind a veil of 'objectivity' - and 
Os Cangaceiros was not exempt from this at all. But this is no reason to sit 

Cangaceiros attacked targets ranging from rail lines to Tour de France cars in 
order to publicize the prisoners' resistance.

    * May 5, 1985 In Fleury-Mérogis, the prisoners of the D4 wing riot and 
wreck the whole wing.
    * May 6 Again in Fleury, 300 people from D1 wing refuse to return from 
their hour of exercise; sixty of them set fi re to the infi rmary.
    * May 7 In Bois d’Arcy, about fi fteen juvenile detainees (inmates under 
18 years old, usually held in separate blocks or prisons) climb onto the roof, 
remaining there until
    * May 9, supported and supplied by their fellow prisoners.
    * May 8 In Lille, ten or so prisoners climb onto the roof. In Bastia, inmates 
refuse to eat prison food in solidarity with the other prisons. (Th e “refusal of 
prison food” is not exactly the same as a hunger strike, though this may be one 
way of carrying it out.)
    * May 9 In Fresnes, 400 people climb onto the roofs and clash with cops 
who kill one prisoner. In Compiegne, about ten prisoners climb onto the roofs 
following those of the morning ‘shift’. At Bonne Nouvelle in Rouen, about 
fi fty juvenile prisoners climb onto the roofs while other prisoners wreck their 
cells; after apparent negotiations, about thirty climbed back on the roof in 
solidarity with Fresnes.
    * May 10 From the 9th through the 10th, some prisoners went up on the 
roofs in Douai. Th ere was a brief clash with the CRS (French riot police). In 
Amiens, about fi fty prisoners climb on the roofs. In Nice, about sixty prisoners 
on the roofs join together with about twenty juvenile prisoners during a clash 
with the cops. In Beziers 130 prisoners take three prison guards and one male 
nurse hostage for three hours.
    * May 11 In Evreux, Saintes and Coutances, prisoners climb onto the roofs 
and clash with cops. Th e same thing happens the following day in St. Brieuc.
    * May 19 Prisoners wreck Montpellier prison entirely (arson and destruc-
tion) and clash with cops. Outside, the crowd, consisting of prisoners’ relatives 
and friends, attack the cops from behind. 

Moreover, numerous disturbances break out in various prisons, with the de-
struction of cells and attempts at arson (in Rennes, Angers, Metz, etc.) as well 
as collective refusal of prison food (Lyons, men and women in Fleury, Ajaccio, 
Auxerres, St. Malo, Avignon, Chambery, etc.). Th ere are many 'suicides' during 
this time. Rebels in Douai and Evreux are given heavy sentences on the pretext 
of damages committed.



    * June 17 A barricade is set on fi re on the Nantes-Paris railroad line near 
Nantes in solidarity with the prison revolts.
    * June 20 Sabotage of the TGV (High Speed Train) railroad line’s installa-
tions in the south of Paris.
    * June 27 A barricade is set on fi re on the Toulouse-Paris railroad line near 
Toulouse.
    * June 30 On the night between June 30 and July 1, the printing of the Paris 
daily papers is paralyzed by sabotage of the IPLO print shop near Nantes. 

“We decided to impose a half day’s silence on the national press in honor of 
the rebellious jailbirds.” Th e action is also dedicated to all the dead prisoners 
who were “suicided”. “All these papers are well known for their hostility to the 
recent movement of revolt in the prisons.”

    * July 1 Sabotage of the railroad installations on the Nimes-Tarascon line. 

Every time these actions cause prolonged interruptions of railway traffi  c and 
hours of delay for the daily trains. Th e demands were always the same:

"A reduction of punishment for all condemned prisoners. Th e release of all 
prisoners awaiting trial. Th e defi nitive stopping of all deportation measures 
against immigrants. Th e cancellation of sanctions for all the rebels."

    * July 2 Th e Paris-Brussels TEE train is stopped near Compiegne; the four 
demands are spray-painted on it. Windows are smashed, and copies of the 
pamphlet “Freedom Is the Crime” are thrown through them.
    * July 5 Sabotage on the Paris-Le Havre line. Four people are arrested in 
Rouen two days later and imprisoned for three months in relation to this ac-
tion.
    * July 8 From the 7th to the 8th, prisoners in Chaumont climb onto the 
roofs, demonstrating their anxiety in the face of the forthcoming presidential 
amnesty of July 14 (Bastille Day) that promises to be particularly meager. 
Th ere are confl icts with the cops. Four of the rebels receive heavy sentences.
    * July 9 An anonymous act of sabotage is carried out against the Paris-Stras-
bourg line which passes near Chaumont.
    * July 12 In the early morning, two Paris subway lines are blocked for several 
hours after heavy objects were thrown on them in solidarity with the Rouen 4 
and the rebels of Chaumont; the four demands were once again publicized.
    * July 13 In Lyons, two offi  cial cars are set on fi re in solidarity with the city’s 
prisoners. Even before the details of the concesssion are known, various distur-

society, the more he/it is likely to react with an increased level of violence, 
which in turn will isolate him/them further. Th e media blackout of our actions 
against the new prisons undoubtedly worked toward this end. And admittedly 
we laid ourselves open to this. We thought we'd done away with the critique of 
terrorism, because we'd never missed an occasion of expressing our contempt 
for AD, RAF, BR and the likes, and because we refused to resort to guns and 
bombs ' 'our means or action are the ones used by any proletarian: sabotage 
and vandalism'. Yet this missed the essential point: In a context of social re-
gression, a group of people standing out and asserting their violent revolt can 
easily be high-lighted, then isolated and dragged on to the enemy terrain - to 
the police within your head - and unconsciously you end up moulding your 
own behaviour and thoughts to theirs, and this is their fi rst victory.

    Th is contradiction was also present in the lesser public part of our activity, 
I mean organized theft ''la reprise' (retaking) as the illegalist anarchists of the 
late 19th century called it. 'Never work': we never took this as just a poetic slo-
gan, but as an immediate programme. Of course, theft also is, in many respects, 
some kind of labour, but whose division, organization and results belong to 
you. Living in a permanent struggle makes you sharpen some valuable skills, 
and in the end - if you've been successful! - you have the pleasure of having 
opposed the fate which had been designed for you. Besides, as Woody Allen 
puts it in Take the Money and Run, the working hours are cool, you meet in-
teresting people and the pay's all right... Now of course, our goal was neither to 
blow our dosh on sports cars, palaces and champagne (though there's nothing 
wrong with luxury goods!), nor to accumulate capital for some business invest-
ment. Even when we'd collectively managed to get hold of a nice stash, the 
question remained of a collective use of it, which could fi t our social ambitions. 
Also, because we wanted to part ways with that abstract radical speak never 
knowing where it's come from, we wished to speak from our own concrete 
situation in the world as delinquents. In this respect we could feel how distant 
we were from the old anarcho-illegalists in Spain and elsewhere, who belonged 
to eff ective communities, and whose thefts were commonly considered as part 
and parcel of the ongoing social struggle. Durruti would feel himself insulted 
when the press called him a villain; he was a worker among other workers, 
who recognized him as such (6). Needless to say, things are totally diff erent 
now that virtually all struggling communities and social traditions have been 
destroyed. Of course, the money we grabbed would enable a greater degree 
of solidarity and generosity - without which for instance our friend Andrea's 
experience wouldn't have been possible. Still, who were we in that respect but 
an isolated group among isolated individuals? We had many talks about mak-



pened and without us deploying their assistance.

      But behind the media problematic lies a more substantial question. Th e 
more we'd been striving to cause consistent damage to the prison programme, 
the more the uneasy feeling was growing among us that we were fi ghting 
a 'one to one' match against the state - a challenge which, as such, we were 
obviously bound to lose. We were Th e Last of the Mohicans in a desperate 
assault against the palefaces. Finally, it was of minor importance whether the 
media reported this fi ght or not, and whether it would raise sympathy or scorn 
among the public and in any case, the 'public' could do nothing but remain 
a public of spectators, watching it from afar. We never considered ourselves 
a sacrifi cial avant-garde, still we were fi nding ourselves pushed into a corner 
where our 'good intentions' were of little use. Th e option of distributing the 
prison plans was something of a break through, as it appealed, not to specta-
tors but to potential accomplices who could themselves relay our initiative and 
carry it further. And it worked quite well. Th ough some prisoners defi nitely 
had knowledge of the dossier and were enthusiastic about it, we don't know 
whether it actually helped inmates to fi nd a way out (though every time there's 
been some disturbance in one of those prisons since then, the press has never 
failed to remind us of those missing documents on the loose somewhere). 
Nevertheless it is certain that the playful side involved in pilfering   forbidden 
documents and sneakily passing them on to someone else did contribute to a 
wide distribution. Even people who usually do not like us appreciated for once 
this snook we'd cocked at the state. However, this eventual success also was a 
denial of our former perspective, never mind how glad we were to have carried 
it out, because fi nally the whole thing left us utterly exhausted.

       And coming back to the alienating side of long-term clandestine activity: 
the police strategy towards us remarkably fi tted this description. As I said, they 
once had counted on a big clampdown, probably amounting to a spectacular 
show trial complete with fabricated evidence and, it seems, that they also tried 
to infi ltrate us, in order to have us plant bombs (5). But their main concern 
throughout the years has been to isolate us by means of a constant harassment 
of our potential allies. Again in February 1991, the '13000 belles' scandal was 
followed by a media profi led swoop in several cities, with 25 people being 
questioned, their fl ats searched, and Mordicus magazine that reproduced parts 
of our dossier threatened with legal action. Since they'd got rid of Action 
Directe in 1987, the French state was looking for a new offi  cial enemy within, 
and we defi nitely were on top of the list for such a role. It is elementary police 
psychology that the more an individual or a group is cut off  from the rest of 

bances resume in various prisons (Fleury, Loos-les Lille, Toul, etc.).
    * July 14 At St. Paul prison in Lyons, about twenty prisoners of the “psychi-
atric” unit rebel, destroying and burning. Th e pathetic presidential amnesty is 
announced: a one to two month reduction of short-term sentences. Th e JAP 
[ Judges for the Application of Penalties] will expand their workload: 3000-
4000 prisoners will get out in the next few days. Numerous disturbances will 
accompany the news in the country’s prisons.
    * July 15 During the night between the 14th and the 15th, tires of the con-
voy that accompanies the Tour de France are slashed (immobilizing about one 
hundred vehicles) in solidarity with the condemned rebels. 

In Toulouse, a business that employs prisoners is destroyed by fi re.

    * August 18 In Lille, dozens of prisoners climb up on the roofs. In Lyons, 
the ROP print shop for Parisian daily newspapers is wrecked. Publication and 
distribution are seriously eff ected. Once again the aim was to castigate the 
papers for their lies and hostility toward the rebels. Th e text, "Th e Truth About 
Some Actions" was left on the premises. To report once again, during distur-
bances in Guadalupa, the escape of about thirty prisoners from the Pointe-à-
Pitre prisoner following a revolt. 

"Th e demands form a prisoners’ off ensive against their isolation and an appeal 
to those on the outside to act concretely to break it. It’s a question of bringing 
pressure to bear against this society, of shitting on a world that would prefer to 
remain deaf in ragards to its prisons."

13,000 Project

In 1990, a voluminous dossier began to circulate in France. Th e dossier, sent 
by Os Cangaceiros, included stolen prison plans and documents, as well as 
a chronology outlining Os Cangaceiros' campaign of sabotage against the 
"13,000 Project", which pertained to French State plans to create new maxi-
mum security penitentiaries with room for 13,000 prisoners. Also in the fi le 
were reproductions of communiqués sent to those who were targeted in their 
attacks. Interestingly, the police and companies who were attacked tried to 
remain very discreet about this campaign, apparently wishing to give it as little 
publicity as possible.



Letter to an Architect

" Subject: Ambush

Are your wounds well healed, architect ? Did you fi gure out why ? Shamelessly, with 
no discretion of any kind, centimetre by centimetre, you have conceived these cages 
in which even the handicapped will be locked up. Inside the walls which you have 
designed, individuals who are worth more than you will be beaten up on a regular 
basis. It is good that you have received an appetizer of what thousands of prisoners 
will endure to the nth degree. To be sure, architect, this is not your company's fi rst 
infamy. Considering what you build to house normal citizens, one can guess your 
competence to shut away delinquents. One moves easily from the tower blocks of the 
13th arrondisement to prison cells. Pig, looking at your snout up close, we were able 
to note form your tired face how deeply you involve yourself in your projects. Before 
you were building walls, now you're going to knock them down."

Os Cangaceiros, Lyon, 29/03/1990

SITUATING THE BLURRED TRAIL
OF OS CANGACEIROS IN THE SOCIAL PAMPAS

A Little Introductory Explanation.........

      Th roughout the 1980s and the early years of the 1990s we were friendly 
with some of the people who made up the French group Os Cangaceiros, 
which had evolved out of Les Fossoyeurs du Vieux Monde (Th e Gravediggers 
of the Old World). Th e original Cangaceiros were Robin Hood style bandits 
- robbing the rich to give to the poor - in 19th century Brazil. Th e newly-
minted Frog group (as we collectively called them in a bout of put-on chauvin-
ism) had come to Britain excited by the bout of urban rioting throughout the 

of the secret plans and documents we'd gotten hold of. Th is though was not 
just a change of tactics; and I would like to stress more general considerations 
regarding this matter.

     Th e fi rst one concerns our relation to the media. Th e kind of acts of sabo-
tage we carried out in 1985-86 were highly dependant on media coverage. No 
matter how you despise the media you also need their publicity for what's  a 
solidaristic action worth, if it doesn't come to the attention of the ones it's 
aimed at? And thus you surrender to their power - the power to slander you, 
blow you up out of all proportion in order to provoke repression, or simply 
not report you leaving you unnoticed. In 1989-90, the press had visibly been 
given the order to blank our activities: even the local papers, which never fail to 
report on the odd run-over dog, didn't write a single line on the security fi rm 
we'd virtually burnt to ashes, or on the prison architect we'd punched up on a 
Paris street.

     With the distribution of the '13000 belles' dossier, we turned the problem 
upside down. Before the media knew anything, tens of thousands of people 
had already become aware of what was happening - for instance, we'd sent 
the dossier to all the cafes in the towns where new prisons had been built, and 
our spies there told us that it fed and nourished discussions in the bars all day 
long. According to a local paper, a horrifi ed pensioner rushed to her local town 
hall, asking them if it was true that prisoners could force their way out through 
walls that had been sabotaged. Handing them the mail she'd received, they 
copied it ('Xeroxes were busy that day', a journalist wrote), which were then 
transmitted to higher authorities and so forth. Th e journalists were then forced 
to rush round to get a copy of the dossier and thus during the day, the news 
made its way from the local papers to the agencies of the national press, till a 
government offi  cial had to call a press conference to 'reassure the public' about 
the potential dangers of these revealing documents. And just because this time, 
we hadn't needed the press as a necessary go-between to reach the general 
public, their reports were more consistent and accurate than usual - even funny 
sometimes. Le Figaro drew up a full page article called 'Jailbreaks - direc-
tions for use' in which they reproduced our entire letter and another paper 
commented: 'Th ese Cangaceiros are as romantic as their predecessors (i.e. the 
Brazilian social bandits) though better organized' (!)  A TV news announcer 
concluded: 'One could think of it as a bad joke, because weren't these people 
already known to the police"..Th ere is a moral to  this story: the best use of the 
media (instead of them using you) is to try and bypass them. (4) First, make 
them unnecessary so that they might react as a mere amplifi er of what hap-



time TV... Now Khalki was on hunger strike, demanding that the minister of 
interior respect the promise he'd made to let him go, in exchange for the sur-
render of Th iollet and Courtois. So one morning, thousands of Parisians were 
able to fi nd a good excuse for arriving late at work, as we paralysed virtually 
all the Metro network for than one hour just by throwing heavy things on 
the rails and cutting through main electrical cables). Posters stuck up in and 
around the stations would informed everybody about Khalki's situation and 
demands and then again this action compelled the press to mention Khalki's 
hunger strike, which until then they'd blacked-out. Of course, the government 
never kept its promise, and Khalki would get a heavy sentence. As our poster 
said, 'what can be expected from the state, but blows and lies?' 

      Th e series of actions that we carried out in 1989-90 were based on a dif-
ferent perspective. Th is time it was not a direct response to a revolt, which had 
just occurred (2), but a decision to oppose, somehow, the planned construc-
tion of new prisons which meant that we could decide by ourselves the tim-
ing and means we thought  most appropriate let alone the obvious reasons 
for which one may feel pissed off  at the prospect of 13,000 new cages being 
built. We also had a personal ground for resentment for in the last year, we'd 
been subjected to permanent hassle by the police, who had tried to vanquish 
the Cangaceiros with as little publicity as possible, forcing us to be constantly 
on the run. It was no exaggeration to assert that those prisons were also being 
built for us and seeing 'Th e best defence is to attack' we thought that if were 
nicked, better it was for something worth it. However, this feeling of an-
guished emergency also played a harmful role in the whole thing, as the playful 
element, necessary to any kind of subversive activity, tended to give way to a 
neurotic obsession of wanting a successful outcome.

      Th e fi nal report that we published about this campaign can give a deceiv-
ing impression of ease and facility. In fact, during more than a year, we kept 
banging our heads against the many walls of (well guarded) government offi  c-
es, private businesses, building sites and secret data locations, with the impres-
sion that our sabotage was a mere pinprick against such a monstrous machine. 
And confronted by this, your fi rst reaction was to overstate our goals, which 
can lead to a dangerous (i.e. uncontrolled) escalation. Moreover, long-term 
plans relating to hit-squad activity tends to produce its own 'military' logic, 
which alienates you from more distant and self-critical refl ections with means 
becoming ends. As non-hierarchical as the group may be, still everyone feels 
that they somewhat lost the initiative, so that it took us time to realize that we 
had a much more effi  cient and simple card to play, with the wide circulation 

early 1980s and its increasing overlap with bitter strikes especially that of the 
miners between 1984-5 to which the Froggies added their own ingredients. 
Befriending some of the most wild, headstrong and remarkable individuals in 
the Yorkshire mining community they tried to create more enduring interna-
tional link-ups in the hope that increasing immiseration throughout the 1980s 
would be a cloud with a silver lining perhaps one with a rainbow - a rainbow 
coalition - an inter-ethnic coming togetherness expressed through open revolt 
in Britain as the decade gave way to the nineties. Alas it was not to be as reac-
tion went from bad to worse to the nigh on impossible.

       It has been said that 'the Kangaroos' as they inevitably came to be called 
by us in Britain - again resorting to that put on 'Carry On' fi lm style chauvin-
ism - fetishised violence for violence sake supporting uncritically every aspect 
of home grown hooliganism which none of us could do just like that and no 
more so than the tragedy at the Heysel's stadium in Brussels in 1985 during 
the UEFA cup competition when many people died in a stampede provoked 
by three way clashes between police and English (Liverpool) and Italian ( Ju-
ventus) football supporters. It could be said -  and was even suggested by some 
people at the time - there was more to it than that with lefty Liverpool sup-
porters in their local red footie gear versus Italian fascists but this was stretch-
ing things rather too far.

       On the other hand, the Kangaroos spread the example of autonomy 
emanating from the Spanish dockers' organisation - the coordinadora - before 
it too degenerated, helping distribute BM Blob's pamphlet: 'International 
Dockers struggle in the Eighties' throughout the Yorkshire coalfi eld and their 
generally welcoming, friendly disposition certainly created bonds of enduring 
friendship (see 'Jenny Tells her Tale',  a commentary by a miner's wife on the 
RAP web). Moreover, the Kangaroos did produce some interesting texts and 
certainly the best in the French language on the miners' strike with a very con-
vincing I was their feel to them, though none more so perhaps than 'N'Drea' 
a fascinating, often profound, deeply moving autobiographical account of a 
companera who died of cancer at a tragically early age. It remains one of the 
best critiques yet of the modern hospital in relation to terminal disease and 
it was produced by Pelagian Press, the book-publishing arm of the Here & 
Now collective in Leeds care of an excellent translation by Don Smith. Put 
out more or less as a facsimile in a limited edition unfortunately the book is 
no longer available though it would be a good idea if the Pelagian edition were 
transmitted over the World Wide Web.



     As for the Cangacieros at the same time and on their home turf in France, 
they became involved in forms of direct action relating especially to prisoners' 
struggles initiating a series of inventive contributions. Th e following text refers 
to one such intervention among others as well as sensitively and intelligently 
dealing with the problems inherent in a somewhat socially marooned groupus-
cule that had gone on the off ensive bringing the wrath of the establishment 
down on its clandestine head. Especially pertinent are the how's, whys and 
wherefores, among other unforeseen diffi  culties, relating to the media public-
ity machine; how it can use you and, most importantly, how you can subvert 
its modus operandi thus forcing media personnel to play your game and not 
theirs. Some of this is subtle stuff  and you can feel the telling voice of sheer 
experience at work here and for sure, it's all a valuable example for those out 
there heading down similar paths or have been there themselves.

       Os Cangaceiros isn't really known about in the English-speaking world 
though there are suggestions that books are being written which, to some 
degree, concern their activities. All this though is shrouded in something like 
speculation, even mystery and as if to bring the point home, Wikipedia's ac-
count of the group on the Internet has been deleted. Th e text published here 
was written in English and was a one-off  that was perhaps somewhat frowned 
on by other ex-members - though that always tends to be the likely outcome 
- re our own eff orts and controversial critique of King Mob in the late 1960s! 
Regarding this publication some English expressions have been cleaned up 
here and there, though in the fi rst instance the English was pretty good and if 
we have created off ence by publishing 'Th e Blurred Trail of the Cangaceiros in 
the Social Pampas' on the RAP web we do apologise'We would however also 
beg the xxxxer's not to ask us to press the delete button because getting things 
out that head in the direction of an always diffi  cult, more truthful account of 
subversion can only be to the good no matter what minor, or not so minor, bias 
there can and always will be in divergent accounts written by diff erent indi-
viduals.
 
February 2008

THE BLURRED TRAIL OF OS CANGACEIROS
IN THE SOCIAL PAMPAS 

    Between 1985 and 1990, the group "Os Cangaceiros" attained some repu-
tation through a couple of resounding actions in France; and now that the 
Cangaceiros belong to the past, it is probably those actions which are worth 
remembering, or rather the lessons and criticisms which can be drawn from 
them. However, the following comments do not seek to arouse admiration 
- nor scorn: I just think that they could be of some use to others willing to 
engage in some kind of similar practical dissent.(1)

    Th e various acts of sabotage that we carried out was an assertion that a 
handful of determined people can indulge in something more effi  cient than 
the habitual leafl et/pamphlet writing, when it comes to expressing discontent 
or solidarity. In 1985, the idea was to relay the demands of the then rioting 
prisoners by disrupting railway traffi  c on a wide scale. Blocking highways and 
railway lines is a long-established tradition in the French workers' struggles 
and by using the same means, we wanted to stress that a prisoners' revolt is as 
legitimate a social struggle as anybody else's: just as workers go on strike for 
a pay rise, prisoners riot for reduced sentences (and in both cases of course 
there's more at stake than the actual demands). Needless to say, the state and 
the media didn't acknowledge this, and ranted on about terrorists supporting 
criminals (or vice versa). Still, this display of solidarity was well received within 
the prison walls, and also among many people outside. And while reporting 
our actions, the press had to mention the prisoners' demands, thus allowing 
them to become more widely known. It also has to be said that, in spite of 
the delirious accusations of terrorism; the four people who had by then been 
charged with these actions eventually got quite mild sentences, thanks to a lo-
cal defence campaign, which took the opposite course, regarding the 'terrorist' 
issue.  

     Th ough we didn't wish to endlessly reproduce this particular kind of action 
and spend all our time on railway ballast, we resorted to it once more in Febru-
ary 1986, this time in support of Abdelkarim Khalki, who'd shown his noble 
sense of friendship and humanity by attempting to liberate his mates, Courtois 
and Th iollet, while they were appearing on trial. Taking the court, jury and 
journalists hostage, after 36 hours the attempt failed but not before they had 
managed to 'judge their judges', the judicial system and society, live on prime 


